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MEMORANDUM OF MEETING ON LAOS 
Cabinet Room, April 26, 1961, 3:30 - 6:00 PM 


The meeting was called by the President on my recommendation 
after a conversation with Acting Secretary of State Bowles, 

Present were: Acting Secretary Bowles, Mr. Alexis Johnson, 

Mr. Steeves, Mr. Cleveland from State Department; Secretary 
McNamara, Mr. Nitze, Admiral Burke and General Fontana from 
the Department of Defense; Messrs. Rostow and Bundy from the 
White House. 

The President read gloomy dispatches from Brown and Boyle and 
a memorandum on the situation from Mr. Bowles, all attached. 
After discussion, the President called Ambassador Bruce and 
asked him to communicate with the Prime Minister, to show him 
Brown's cable, and to express the President's grave concern. It 
was arranged that the Prime Minister would be asked to call the 
President back. The President also sent for Viscount Hood, the 
British Minister, and for Ambassador Alphand, to express his 
concern to them personally. He later reported that in these con- 
versations he had pointed out the gravity of the situation, the in- 
creasingly urgent need for an immediate cease-fire, and the high 
importance of not letting Vientiane fall. He asked that their 
governments consider whether further representations should not 
be made to Moscow, and he hoped for their prompt advice. He 
left open with them, as with the people at the meeting, the question 
whether he would later feel it necessary to order U. S. forces 
into Laos. 

During the discussion in the Cabinet Room the President considered 
a number of alternative approaches to the situation. He had par- 
ticularly in mind a statement from Peking that the Chinese Peoples 
Republic did not believe a cease-fire could come before the with- 
drawal of American forces and equipment. 
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In assessing the possible character of a large-scale involvement in 
Laos, the President was confronted with general agreement among 
his advisers that such a conflict would be unjustified, even if the 
loss of Laos must be accepted. As to whether an intervention in 
Vientiane would provoke strong military response, there was some 
uncertainty, but on balance it seemed wise to avoid a test if pos- 
sible. At the same time the possibility of a strong American 
response is the only card left to be played in pressing for a cease- 
fire, and accordingly the President explicitly refused to decide 
against intervention at this time. 

The Department of State undertook to alert Ambassador Stevenson 
to a possible need for urgent U N action, and it also drafted a 
Presidential message to Prime Minister Nehru and planned other 
appropriate cables to carry out the general line which the President 
had indicated. In particular, the Department proposed to send 
messages of interim encouragement to Brown and to the Royal 
Laotian Government, urging them to stand firm while renewed and 
urgent efforts are made to obtain cease-fire. 

It was agreed that in the event that the Laotian position should crumble, 
it would probably be essential, at a minimum, to place substantial 
U. S. forces in South Vietnam and Thailand, and Secretary McNamara 
undertook to begin contingency planning toward this end. 


McGeorge Bundy 
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